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Karen Piconi 
Waiting for the Angel of Death 
When my mother was pregnant 
the fifth time, she ate chalk 
to clean the baby's soul. 
She wouldn't cross her knees, 
because she was afraid 
she'd break the baby's back. 
She drank sage tea, tried 
anything to save that last child. 
I was number three, the only one 
to live past the first year. 
The rest, she buried in the back, 
underneath the arm-tree, 
right outside my window. 
I was ten when she delivered 
the last child. I stood by 
Aunt Evangeline while Grandma 
tried to make my mother push, 
but she couldn't push, her labor 
had stopped, so Grandma kneeled 
on the bed and pushed down 
from the top of Mother's belly. 
Aunt Evangeline's glass eye watched 
me while her good eye attended 
my mother. Suddenly, out, 
the baby's feet, sun-black like 
my father's, then a penis, one 
shoulder, another arm bent back, 
his head, all black, except for 
the red cord around his neck. 
I held the baby while Aunt Evangeline 
held my mother down. Grandma used 
sewing scissors to cut the baby 
free. The cord uncoiled, slipped 
from the baby's neck, and fell, 
like an extra arm, over mine. 
There was blood on my apron. 
Piconi 
My mother made a coffin 
from boards that had washed up 
into the marsh. So the baby 
wouldn't starve, she threw rice 
onto the grave. I told her 
the baby scared me, and she said, 
"Dead children become angels. 
Pray the rosary. Wait with me 
until the Angel of Death comes 
for your brother." 
So we turned the mirrors back, 
closed-up the house. My mother 
left a glass of milk in the window 
so that the baby's soul would pass 
through the milk on its way 
to heaven. For three days, 
we refilled the glass of milk. 
On the third day, 1 saw 
the Angel of Death. 
He was black. 
Little pink dolls hung 
by threads from the brim 
of his hat. He covered 
the wooden stick cross 
with his cloak, kneeled, 
naked on the grave. 
"What is your name? " 
he asked. I had watched 
my mother baptize 
the dead baby, and I 
whispered the name, 
"Francis James," 
just loud enough for 
the angel, the baby 
and me. Then I covered 
my mother who was still 
sleeping in my bed. 
I spooned close to her, 
felt her breath, hot 
as a hand on my neck. 
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